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ABSTRACT  
Wisdom sits atop the knowledge pyramid in the Information Systems (IS) literature. Yet there has been little research on 
wisdom in the IS field despite the need to transform knowledge to wisdom. Perhaps there is no other subject central to human 
existence whose exploration holds so much promise as wisdom to help address myriad crises affecting the world. Wisdom is 
intricately connected to many topics in IS research such as knowledge management, decision support, modeling and symbolic 
representations, problem solving, systems thinking, and artificial intelligence among others. In this paper, we outline a 
framework for wisdom research for IS and explore research themes for the critically relevant phenomenon that may be called 
wisdom support using information technologies or “wisdom computing” for short. Wisdom computing is concerned with the 
design, management, use, and implications of information technologies for discovering, creating, sharing, and supporting 
wisdom, and may be conceived as part of an emerging area of wisdom management. We propose research questions that arise 
from the six major focal areas of the framework and their interactions. We believe that the IS discipline with its 
interdisciplinary focus on the relationships between information technologies and diverse individual, organizational, and 
societal issues including knowledge management and decision support systems is well positioned for wisdom computing 
research. 
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INTRODUCTION 
As one objectively views major world events today, one sees myriad wars, financial crises, unstable regimes, energy 
calamities, and societal problems of all kinds, some previously unthinkable and unprecedented in terms of scale and 
complexity. Many situations have become crises not necessarily due to a lack of information, knowledge, and material 
resources but because of greed and scarcity of wisdom. Our responses to these crises and dangers have largely been at the 
level of data, information, and knowledge. Such responses are necessary but not sufficient. As Einstein observed: “No 
problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it.”  Many other luminaries from all walks of life 
have echoed this observation in different ways. In the IS field, Ackoff (1989) among others has fervently observed that there 
is a real need to progress from data, information, and knowledge to understanding and intelligence and ultimately to wisdom. 
“If there is anything the world needs, it is wisdom. Without it, I exaggerate not at all in saying that very soon, there may be 
no world. . .” warns Robert J. Sternberg, 2003 President of the American Psychological Association (Sternberg, 2003).  
In this paper, we explore the potential of the IS field to begin to tackle a significant research agenda – that of understanding 
and furthering wisdom.  In the following section, we summarize current academic research in the wisdom domain. In the next 
section, we present a framework for wisdom research in IS and explore themes that emerge from the framework. Finally, we 
conclude with the observation that the information systems (IS) field seems well positioned to address specific issues in 
wisdom computing. 
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ACADEMIC RESEARCH ON WISDOM 
Wisdom has been a focus of philosophical and theological interest since antiquity. Over the past decade, it is increasingly 
attracting interdisciplinary interest from other academic fields that include psychology, computing, sociology, gerontology, 
biology, neurosciences, management, marketing, health, and medicine. (For instance, the University of Chicago has a $2 
million research program focused on the nature and benefits of wisdom.)  
Wisdom in the IS and Computing literature  
In the IS field, the data-information-knowledge-wisdom hierarchy (DIKW) (Ackoff, 1989; Zeleny, 1987) has been an 
important framework. This model, often called the “Knowledge Hierarchy’ or the ‘Information Hierarchy’  or the 
‘Knowledge Pyramid’,  in its simplest form represents a layered hierarchy that implies the need to transform data to 
information, information to knowledge, and knowledge to wisdom.  Wisdom according to IS researchers implies not only 
understanding and intelligence but also values, ethics, and effectiveness (Ackoff, 1989).  
Knowledge management as a field has concerned itself with approaches and technologies to effectively create, represent, 
share, and distribute tacit and explicit knowledge in an organization (Alavi and Leidner, 2001). In the knowledge 
management literature, wisdom is seen as at the pinnacle of the DIKW hierarchy and includes vision, foresight, the ability to 
see beyond the horizon (Awad and Ghaziri, 2004) as well as practical actions based on ethical judgments (Jashapara, 2005).     
There is some disagreement about the precise meanings of DIKW-related terms and there have been proposals to revisit and 
modify this hierarchy or pyramid (see, e.g., Jennex, 2009; Fricke, 2008; Rowley, 2007), reflecting some of the prevalent 
semantic ambiguity in understanding of these concepts.  On another front, DSS research has looked into support of wisdom-
related facets such as insight development (e.g., Sharda and Steiger, 1996), understanding of multiple perspectives (e.g., 
Courtney, 2001), and others.  
Despite some existing IS research that may be seen as relating to some facets of wisdom, there is no question that  wisdom as 
a focus of inquiry has been scantily researched in IS and that there is little understanding or agreement on processes to 
transform knowledge to wisdom (Rowley, 2007). This lack of attention is notable and surprising because wisdom is 
intricately connected to many topics in IS research such as knowledge management, decision support, modeling and symbolic 
representations, problem solving, systems thinking, and artificial intelligence among others. More recently, the recognition of 
the increasing complexities of managing knowledge have led to more multifaceted and multidimensional approaches that 
include communities of practice (Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder, 2002), learning organizations (Senge, 1990), knowledge 
ecology (Pors, 2000) and knowledge governance (Foss, 2008).  All the newer approaches seem to involve some facets of 
wisdom and imply an increasing recognition that efforts focusing on just knowledge to address critical issues may be 
necessary but are not sufficient. 
Moreover, wisdom is intrinsically linked to inquiry, which is integral to the development of inquiring systems (Churchman, 
1971), an important philosophical foundation of IS research. In the current era of rapid technological changes driving a 
variety of innovations (e.g., social networks and cloud computing), there is a need to understand how the next transformation: 
from knowledge to wisdom can be achieved. This has started happening. For example, among various projects funded by the 
University of Chicago listed at their site wisdomresearch.org are:  “Wisdom Is Compression: Data Compression as a 
Mathematical Measure of Wisdom” and “Can The Collective Intelligence of The World-Wide Web Produce Wisdom? Is 
This the New Tower of Babel?”  
Wisdom perspectives from other areas 
The DIKW hierarchy suggests that wisdom is a higher transformation of knowledge but there are many other ways to view 
wisdom.  Table 1 summarizes a few of many perspectives on wisdom. Not surprisingly though, there is little agreement on a 
general definition of wisdom, though most people seem to have an intuitive notion of its characteristics.  
 
Work Definition 
Dictionary (Word net, 
http://wordnet.priceton.edu) 
• accumulated knowledge or erudition or 
enlightenment 
• the trait of utilizing knowledge and experience 
with common sense and insight 
• ability to apply knowledge or experience or 
understanding or common sense and insight 
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• the quality of being prudent and sensible 
Balance Theory of Wisdom “Wisdom is the application of intelligence, creativity, 
and knowledge to the common good by balancing 
intrapersonal (one’s own), interpersonal, (others’), and 
extrapersonal (institutional or other larger) interests over 
the long and short terms, through the mediation of 
values, so as to adapt to, shape, and select 
environments” (Sternberg, 2004, p. 287). Wisdom arises 
in a person-context interaction. 
Berlin Wisdom Paradigm 
 
Conceptually, wisdom is excellence in mind and virtue 
and, on a more psychological level, it is excellence in 
the conduct and meaning of life. It is expert knowledge 
in “the fundamental pragmatics of life”. The 
fundamental pragmatics of life refer to questions about 
life planning, life management, and life review – 
basically, issues relating to the conduct and meaning of 
life (Baltes and Kunzmann, 2004) 
Ardelt Wisdom is an integration of cognitive, reflective, and 
affective personality characteristics in an individual. 
Cognitive characteristics include an understanding of 
life and a desire to know the truth. Reflective 
characteristics include the perception of phenomena and 
events from multiple perspectives, which requires self-
examination, self-awareness, and self-insight. Affective 
characteristics include sympathetic and compassionate 
love for others (Ardelt, 2004). 
Maxwell Wisdom is the capacity to realize what is of value in 
life, for oneself and others (Maxwell, 
http://www.knowledgetowwisdom.org/) 
Western philosophies and religions Wisdom includes inquiry and examination of one’s life, 
truth, dialectics, multiple perspectives, goodness, 
happiness, values, morals, love, and others. 
Eastern philosophies and religions Wisdom includes inquiry, truth, non-duality, 
consciousness, emptiness, meditation, spirituality, 
enlightenment, absolute understanding of reality, 
empathy, and others. 
 
Table 1.  Some perspectives on wisdom  [Source: From Dalal (2008)] 
 
TOWARD A FRAMEWORK FOR WISDOM RESEARCH IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS 
It is obvious that trying to capture wisdom in simple definitions is like the proverbial blind men trying to describe the 
elephant from their limited perspectives.  In this paper, we draw upon the strengths of all major perspectives, and take the 
view that there is a lot we do not know about wisdom. However, it appears that wisdom can be seen holistically in a non-
reductionist way as a quality embodied in an individual, organization, group or culture. Moreover, we can conceptualize 
wisdom as multi-faceted so that it includes aspects of information, knowledge, inquiry, understanding, insights, common-
sense, values, judgments, ethics, life pragmatics, empathy, self-knowing and other such attributes and dimensions.  Given the 
complexity of wisdom, it should be obvious that to delimit wisdom and attempt to capture it in a single simplistic definition 
would be counter-productive for driving IS research at this early exploratory stage. Rather, we should seek to develop 
multiple perspectives on transforming knowledge to different facets of wisdom. And we might have to revisit the whole issue 
of going from knowledge to wisdom. Because, as seen in this way, wisdom is neither knowledge per se nor a linear 
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progression from knowledge as embodied in the DIKW hierarchy; rather wisdom includes knowledge but transcends it in 
qualitatively different ways. Hence, wisdom is dimensionally different from knowledge, as apparent in the question: why are 
smart people also stupid? (Ray, 2002). So, if wisdom is neither knowledge nor an advanced progression from knowledge, 
what role does knowledge have in wisdom?  Can knowledge be used to represent some facet of wisdom? These are research 
questions. There is a rich literature in IS on knowledge management, we believe, that can be leveraged for this purpose. 
Wisdom Computing Framework 
We now outline a framework for wisdom research in IS and explore themes for this critically relevant phenomenon that may 
be seen as wisdom generation and support aided by information and communication technologies or “wisdom computing” for 
short. Wisdom computing is concerned with the design, management, use, and implications of information technologies for 
producing, sharing, and supporting wisdom in addressing wisdom questions.  A wisdom question calls for responses that 
include knowledge but go beyond knowledge. Wisdom computing may be conceived as belonging to the broader area of 
wisdom management.  
Our research framework consists of six focal points that are the main components that can be developed as a coherent and 
useful structure of relationships and interactions.  These are: Wisdom Facets, Support Processes, Technologies and 
Mechanisms, Domain, Level, and Foundational Theories and Methods. The framework (see Figure 1) shows Foundational 
Theories and Methods as the base from which Level-specific and Domain-specific approaches can be created in order to 
build or use Technologies and Mechanisms to aid Support Processes that enable the support of various Wisdom Facets. The 
focal areas and underlying research themes are briefly described next.   
a. Foundational theories and methods 
Foundational theories and methods for wisdom computing emerge from multiple disciplines such as philosophy, psychology, 
theology, artificial intelligence, IS, computer science, health, management, and sociology among others. The seminal work 
by Churchman (1971) on inquiring systems counts as existing IS research in this area.  A few examples of research questions 
in this area include: What are theoretical perspectives on wisdom from different areas? What are operationally useful 
definitions of wisdom from a computing/IT support perspective? In what ways is wisdom similar to and different 
from knowledge? What theories address the question of transforming knowledge into wisdom? What research 
methods are most appropriate for wisdom computing research?  Existing work in knowledge management can be 
leveraged for the purpose of addressing some of these questions. 
b. Level 
Level refers to the unit that is analyzed, impacted or benefited by the wisdom support technologies and mechanisms. In the 
context of wisdom computing, the levels can range from micro to macro. The levels can be not only individual, groups, and 
organizations but also communities - real and virtual, societies, cultures, nations, nation-blocs, and the globe as a whole. 
Hence, wisdom support may be studied as support of individual wisdom, group wisdom, organization wisdom, cultural 
wisdom, community wisdom and so on. A relevant research question here is: how is the notion of wisdom different for 
different levels in terms of characteristics? 
c. Domain 
Domain refers to the subject area being addressed by wisdom computing. In a simple sense, domains can be classified based 
on disciplines and professions. Many wisdom questions can be domain-specific although there will be some questions that 
cut across different domains. Wise responses to domain-specific questions will invariably not be confined to the domain from 
where the question arises. For example, questions relating to terminal patient care, though in the medical domain, may be 
seen as wisdom questions that call for inputs from bioethicists, medical practitioners, families, economists, politicians, 
gerontologists, and others. Research questions from the perspective of domain include: what are relevant wisdom questions 
in different domains such as law, medicine, health, physics, and yes, information systems?  For example, wisdom 
questions in the IS area relate to warring methodological camps and issues of rigor versus relevance of IS research. How may 
wisdom questions be represented, understood, and addressed? 
d. Technologies and mechanisms 
Building on foundational theories and methods, this area deals with the design, use, and management of 1) technologies and 
2) mechanisms, for discovering, creating, sharing, and supporting wisdom. The technologies and mechanisms for this 
purpose are not limited to but may include decision support systems, wikis, social networks, database systems, discussion 
forums and groups, learning management systems, expert systems, modeling, markup languages, biofeedback devices, EEG, 
Web 2.0 tools and other emerging technologies. A key research question that arises here is how well do existing tools and 
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mechanisms support wisdom processes and how may they be improved for the performance of this role? We can draw 
upon DSS research to examine changes needed for wisdom support. 
 
 
Figure 1: Wisdom Computing Framework 
 
                     
 
    
 
 
e. Support processes 
The processes to support wisdom include processes for discovering, creating, sharing, and storing wisdom as well as for 
wisdom-based decision making. Existing wisdom hidden in books, individuals, and organizations may not be readily 
available and may need to be discovered. New wisdom created at every level will need to be represented, shared, and stored. 
Research questions in this focal area include: Which facets can be supported by technologies? How do we discover 
wisdom? How can new wisdom be created? How are different facets of wisdom to be represented, shared, and stored? 
How can existing knowledge be transformed to some facet of wisdom?  
f. Wisdom facets 
Wisdom facets refer to the relevant characteristics of wisdom as observed by the research literature. These can apply to any 
level – individual, groups, communities, societies, and cultures. Current wisdom researchers have identified a number of 
characteristics, a sampling of which can be seen in table 1, that are associated with the quality of wisdom. These include but 
are not limited to cognition, knowledge, reflection, intelligence, empathy, tolerance of ambiguity, values, insight, practical 
life understanding, self understanding, and intuition among others. Research questions pertaining to wisdom facets include: 
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How may the facets be classified and operationally defined for IS research purposes? How are the facets related to 
one another? 
 
Discussion 
The framework we have presented is an initial exploration to begin to structure thought on wisdom research in IS. We have 
proposed some new terminology building upon existing ideas. So far, we have not attempted to provide solutions or scenarios 
for wisdom computing and management.  We explore some ideas and possibilities in this direction next.  
Just as we have knowledge networks, social networks, and gaming networks, why can’t we create wisdom networks in a 
knowledge domain? Wisdom networks have been proposed for inquiry into key wisdom questions in a domain, the creation 
and dissemination of wisdom-based learning, counseling, participation in community initiatives, and building linkages with 
other wisdom networks (Dalal, 2008). Another example of IS research in this area is the work done by Courtney (2001) 
toward creating a new paradigm for decision-making for DSS in inquiring organizations. Drawing upon Mitroff and 
Linstrone (1993), he suggests mechanisms for DSS to support multiple perspectives of decision-making including the 
technical, organizational, personal, ethical, and aesthetic perspectives in Singerian organizations.   
There is a need for understanding mechanisms that facilitate the processes involved in transforming data, information, and 
knowledge to wisdom. For example, Dalal (2006) has proposed creating systems that support reflective dialogues among 
individuals. A reflective dialogue process is focused on the generation of insight and the observation of one’s mental 
processes while being engaged in the process of dialogue. In practice, it may involve analysis, debate or dialectic, synthesis, 
model-building, and a strategy of agreement. We may also look into DSS that incorporate intuition and judgement support in 
decision-making. 
A wealth of similar new computing research themes and ideas can be generated by focusing on the six focal areas, and on 
their interactions. In our discussion of individual components of the framework, we have brought up some research questions. 
However, it is obvious that only few of the research questions that we have raised are confined to just that component of the 
framework. All framework components interact and by considering explicitly those interactions, we can raise more 
meaningful research questions. Such questions may include, for example, the following: What technologies and 
mechanisms are more effective for specific support processes at different levels? What ontologies can be developed for 
wisdom? What are different wisdom questions in different domains and at different levels within a domain? For what 
types of wisdom questions and for supporting what facets and processes do technologies and mechanisms have a role 
to play and how is this role different for specific levels? How can wisdom be best modeled, represented, captured, and 
shared? How can knowledge management technologies, and mechanisms be leveraged for wisdom research in IS?   
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS  
Humankind is looking for solutions to seemingly intractable and wicked problems posed by the modern age in the face of 
looming threats of destruction. Wisdom computing represents an important opportunity for the IS field to increase its 
relevance and significance by tackling larger critical problems in a changing world. Overall, we believe the IS field with 
its interdisciplinary focus on the relationships between information technologies and diverse individual, organizational, and 
societal issues is uniquely positioned to address wisdom computing research. Considerable existing research in IS and 
knowledge management addresses data, information, and knowledge at the individual, group, and organization levels. There 
is a rich body of work in DSS. The IS discipline will grow by leveraging existing methods, practice, and research to go 
beyond its focus on data, information, and knowledge and by drawing upon newer reference disciplines including the 
humanities and arts.  In this sense, we believe attempts to study wisdom in IS promote desirable diversity in computing 
research in the nature of the problem, the theoretical foundations, and the methods (Benbasat and Weber, 1996).  
This paper has highlighted the need for wisdom research in computing, introduced new terminology, outlined focal areas and 
research themes as part of a proposed research framework, and pointed out the relevance of wisdom computing.  This is a 
beginning point. As we reflect on designing the digital future, wisdom computing, which may be seen as part of an evolving 
area of wisdom management, has the potential to be the next frontier in IS research.  
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